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Abstract

This study explored secondary Georgia school-based agricultural education (SBAE) teachers' perceptions
of instructing students with learning difficulties in Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs)

programs. The perceived importance and competence levels of SBAE teachers utilizing individualized
education programs (IEPs), implementing inclusive classroom practices, and adapting instruction for
diverse learners were addressed using Bandura's self-efficacy theory. We used a post-

positivist, descriptive correlational design to gather and analyze collected data. The instrument contained
65 questions and statements separated into six sections: 1) Individualized Education Programs (IEPs); 2)
best management practices for the agriculture classroom and SAE; 3) implementing teaching strategies
based on learning challenges; 4) changes in the IEP population, 5) current IEP population, and 6)
personal characteristics. The questions were categorized into sections to determine the educator's
perception of Individualized Education Programs alone before introducing IEPs in the various
components of the agriculture classroom. A Borich Model was used to determine the educator's perceived
level of importance as well as the level of competence. Participants (n = 43) acknowledged the high
importance of including students with learning difficulties, needing additional training to utilize student
1EPs to tailor instruction effectively, and equipping new teachers with the skills needed for selecting
appropriate instructional strategies to improve student learning. These discrepancies suggest a need for
targeted professional development to enhance teachers' confidence and skills. The findings highlight areas
for improvement, such as effectively using IEPs, implementing best practices for inclusive learning
environments in classrooms and SAEs, and selecting appropriate teaching strategies for students with
varying needs.
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Introduction

During the 2022-2023 academic school year, 7.3 million (15 percent) of school-aged children in the
United States of America received special education or related services as outlined by the Individuals with
Disabilities Act (IDEA) of 1975 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024). To better address the
learning needs of students with difficulties, many school-based agricultural education (SBAE) teachers have
reevaluated their teaching strategies to address better the needs of students receiving or qualifying for special
education services (Teixeira & Edwards, 2020). Johnson et al. (2012) reported that 58% of SBAE teachers
needed further training to address the needs of students with learning difficulties inherent to the supervised
agricultural experience program (SAE), while Clemons et al. (2018) reported that continuing education for
SBAE teachers is of such importance to the pedagogical improvement of SBAE teachers regardless of the
grade level. Past studies have identified inclusion strategies, benefits, barriers, and teacher confidence in
including students with learning difficulties in the SBAE classroom (Dormody et al., 2006; Stair, 2009;
Wilkins, 2018; Wilson, 2013). Instructor-led and student participation in SAE has steadily declined since the
mid-1990s (Rubenstein & Thoron, 2015). Barrick et al. (2011) ascertained that SAE programs are "planned
and supervised programs of experience-based learning activities that extend school-based instruction and
enhance student knowledge, skills, and awareness of the agricultural industry. (p. 9.). The decline of student
participation in SAE is associated with SBAE teachers needing to familiarize themselves with the SAE
program, reductions in the available time, materials, motivation, and communication between stakeholders
(Dyer & Osborn, 1995; Foster, 1986; Lewis et al., 2012; McKibben et al., 2021). This study explicitly
examined SBAE teacher self-efficacy when designing and delivering instruction to students with learning
difficulties regarding student-led SAE programs.

SAEs are a required component of agricultural education, and it is essential to understand teachers'
basic knowledge of inclusion to develop professional learning opportunities to meet their needs and increase
student success in SAEs. Between 2020-2021, 62.41% of Georgia students qualified for services afforded
by IEPs in general education classrooms for at least 80.00 percent of the school day (IDEA, 2021). Dormody
et al. (2006) reported that SBAE teachers possess low self-confidence yet recognize the importance of
teaching students with learning difficulties. Inclusion rates of students qualifying for or receiving services
under the IDEA will increase during the next decade, and many students will enroll in SBAE courses. The
confluence of low SBAE teacher self-efficacy, unfamiliarity with the IEP, and ineffective teaching strategies
(Cologon, 2013) creates the potential for professional crises. Giffing et al. (2010) reported that 76.9 percent
of SBAE teachers agreed that students with IEPs should be enrolled in SBAE courses. Strong evidence exists
(Johnson et al.,2012; Ramage et al., 2022; Wilkins-Brittain et al., 2022) detailing the need for professional
development to address special education and IEP student accommodation strategies when providing
instruction in supervised agricultural experience programs.

Including SBAE supervisory roles in student-based SAE programs provides contextual bridges
between classroom instruction and pragmatic skill development through supervised agricultural experiences.
The core tenet of SAE programs is to improve the foundational contexts of learning in the SBAE classroom
to experiences to ensure deep learning and application (McKibben et al., 2024). Between 1913 and 1917,
Hummel and Hummel's (1913) advocacy for the distinction between vocational training and the acquisition
of cultural and disciplinary studies in agricultural content underwent a shifting paradigm with the passage
of the Smith-Hughes National Vocational Education Act of 1917, commonly referred as the Smith-Hughes
Act (1917). The Smith-Hughes Act emphasized learning through student-based learning experiences
described by Stimson (1919) as farming projects (Smith & Rayfield, 2016). The Smith Hughes Act's
provisions can be attributed to developing projects (SAE). The act required SBAE teachers to supervise
students' home projects to ensure federal funds were available to the local program. The Smith-Hughes Act
(1917) ensured federal funding for vocational training programs, expanded state and local educational
entities, and created the Federal Board of Vocational Education to distribute funds for approved state plans.
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Tenets of the Smith Hughes Act (1917) were grounded in the early definitions of agricultural education by
incorporating the child's development, efficiency, and duty to develop productive citizens.

Agricultural education policies and legislation aimed to improve access to instruction for all public
education students in the United States. The Vocational Education Act (V.E.A.) 1963 increased individual
states funding for SBAE programs teaching vocational-based courses (Talbert et al., 2022). The goal of the
V.E.A. was to prepare the population of students enrolled in agricultural education while also expanding the
traditional understanding of agriculture beyond farm-based production.

Reauthorization of the IDEA is mandated every five years to meet the current educational, legal, and
protective measures for students. Amendments were enacted in 1986 (P.L. 99-457), 1990 (P.L. 101-476),
1997 (P.L. 105-17), and 2004 (P.L. 108-446). Mandates for developing model programs and implementing
best practices for success with transitional services for students with learning difficulties (Harvey, 2001)
should include activities and goals to be written for each student at 16 years and older in their transitional
service plan (Harvey, 2001). The transitional service plan aims to help students plan their future and create
a smooth transition from the school setting to potential college, workforce, or future living situations.

The 1997 IDEA reauthorization "raised academic expectations for students with learning difficulties,
increased parental involvement in the educational process, involved regular classroom teachers more in the
planning process, included all students in assessment and public reports, and supported greater professional
development" (Talbert et al., 2022, p. 375). Buell et al. (1999) reported that teachers often experience a lack
of confidence in writing and participating in IEP meetings, managing behaviors, adapting materials or
curriculum, and giving individual assistance to students with learning difficulties. Adding general education
teachers to the individualized education plan (IEP) team and providing more professional development for
non-special education classroom teachers to increase their knowledge of teaching students with learning
difficulties. Buell et al. (1999) noted the addition of general educators to the state's professional development
committee to improve service and in-service education in special needs. The IDEA Act 0of 2004 "[mandated]
a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (L.R.E.) for all students
with learning difficulties with emphasis placed on the provision of instruction with nondisabled peers to the
greatest extent possible" (Harrison et al., 2018, p.2). Reauthorizations of the IDEA help foster inclusive
classrooms for student learning while creating uncertainty in teaching strategies and skills for SBAE
teachers.

Stair and Moore (2010) noted that students enrolled in C.T.E. courses to improve their practical
skills and prepare for the workforce after high school. Harvey (2001) found that students with learning
difficulties often enter the workforce instead of seeking post-high school education. Pense et al. (2015)
described that a disparate number of U.S. high school graduates need to prepare adequately for modern
college and career readiness expectations, emphasizing the need to provide students with opportunities to
develop work-ready skills found in career and technical education courses. Stair and Moore (2010) supported
SBAE teacher's perceptions of being unprepared to address the needs of students with learning difficulties
(2010).

Theoretical Framework

This study was framed in Bandura's (1997) theory of self-efficacy to understand better how
individuals believe in their capacities to possess and develop the skills to attain their goals. Self-efficacy
theory relies on attitudes and behaviors for a positive self-efficacy outcome. The teacher's belief in their
ability can affect their working conditions and environment. According to Atkinson (2020), the level of self-
efficacy can change depending on "the schools, community, available resources, student population, and
administrative leadership" (p. 20-21).
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There are two dimensions to self-efficacy theory: self-efficacy and outcome expectancy (Stair et al.,
2010). Self-efficacy is the belief in one's ability to perform a task successfully and outcome expectancy. As
described by Atkinson (2020), outcome expectancy addresses the individual's self-evaluation of the outcome
of the task at the predicted level of failure or success. The expected result for SBAE teachers when providing
instruction to students with learning difficulties is the student gaining life-ready and work-ready skills,
allowing them to work and contribute as community members.

Evidence of SBAE teacher self-efficacy correlates with the teacher's professional learning
experiences. The ability to successfully instruct students in any setting requires more than training for
teachers to feel empowered to apply new skills and competencies" (Buell et al., 1999, p. 145). This
empowerment is the confluence of positive self-efficacy and attitude. According to Giffing et al. (2010), a
positive attitude when working with students with learning difficulties is one of the most valuable elements.
A positive self-efficacy when teaching students with learning difficulties is vital. Giffing et al., 2010 stated,
"Teacher's perceptions and attitudes toward inclusion affect the successful implementation of inclusive
education." (p. 103). Teacher self-efficacy towards inclusion can depend on pre-service training, the amount
of experience they have had in inclusion, professional development taken in inclusion, whether the
experiences and classes taken were positive or negative experiences, and the area of inclusion at the time
(Atkinson, 2020).

Purpose and Objectives

This study explicitly examined SBAE teacher self-efficacy when designing and delivering
instruction to students with learning difficulties regarding student-led SAE programs. The objectives of this
study included 1) describing the personal characteristics of SBAE teaching in Georgia participating in the
study and 2) determining the level(s) of importance and competence of utilizing Individualized Education
Programs (IEPs) as perceived by school-based agricultural education teachers in Georgia and 3) determining
the perceived importance and competency of Georgia SBAE teachers when implementing best management
practices to include students with learning difficulties in the classroom and SAE

Methods

This post-positivist quantitative study used a descriptive correlational research design (Creswell,
2014) to address the objectives of this study. Creswell (2014) defined the purpose of descriptive correlational
research as the relationship among variables to determine the connections between them. We used descriptive
survey research methods to collect data from Georgia SBAE teachers on their perceived level of importance
and competence when advising students with learning difficulties in the agriculture classroom and SAEs.
According to Creswell (2014), using survey-based research is appropriate when ascertaining the quantitative
realities and perceptions of the population.

We used non-probability sampling techniques to determine the participants of this study. Non-
probability sampling allows the researcher to select their sample based on their judgment rather than
randomly selecting participants (Creswell, 2014). The Krejcie and Morgan (1970) sample size calculator
determined the sample size. The population consisted of 407 (N = 407) potential study participants in
Georgia. Following Krejcie and Morgan's (1970) recommendations for sample size, 198 (n = 198)
participants were selected. Lindner et al. (2001) reported that membership rosters may be absent of potential
respondents of the studied population. A review panel of agricultural education experts evaluated the
membership roster for accuracy and appropriateness to reduce the potential for frame error. Participants were
selected from the 2023 Georgia Agricultural Education Directory with the assistance of the Georgia
Agricultural Education Program Director.
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The instrument created for this study was derived from a review of published and available peer-
reviewed work (Dormody et al., 2006; Stair, 2009; Wilson, 2013; & Wilkins, 2018) addressing special
education. The instrument was developed and disseminated through Qualtrics and contained 65 questions
and statements separated into six sections in interval scale format: 1) IEPs, 2) best management practices for
the agriculture classroom and SAE, 3) implementing teaching strategies based on learning challenges, 4)
changes in the IEP population, 5) current IEP population; and 6) personal characteristics. Lindner and
Lindner (2024) reported that interval scale measurements are most appropriate when determining the
participants' level of agreement. The questions were categorized into sections to determine the participants'
perception of I[EPs before introducing IEP interventions in the SBAE classroom. The Borich model was used
to determine the participant's perceived levels of importance and competence to identify the competencies
and training needs of the participants (Caillouet & Harder, 2022). Interval measurement scales were used to
determine responses from the participants and included 1) very important/very competent, 2)
important/competent, 3) somewhat important/somewhat competent, 4) of little importance/little competence,
and 5) not important/not competent.

Content and face validity were examined to minimize instrumentation errors (Lindner et al., 2001).
Content validity was completed by cross-referencing similar studies and current resources in education for
IEPs. Face validity gauges the overall appearance of the instrument and ensures that the appropriate variables
are measured (Creswell, 2014). Agricultural education and special education faculty at Auburn University
addressed the instrument's inter-rater reliability. Relevant changes were made to the wording of the
instrument and formatting in Qualtrics. We conducted an external pilot study before formal data collection
(N =21) consisting of 21 Georgia SBAE teachers who were not included in the final survey. The participants
were asked to review the instrument to address potential issues, as described by Clemons et al. (2019).
Cronbach's Alpha («) was calculated for each of the three categories: section one (a = .93), section two (a =
91), and section three (¢ = .94). Ross (2010) recommended .70 as the minimum threshold for Cronbach's
Alpha to maintain reliability.

We distributed the final instrument to 198 (n = 198) potential participants. Partially completed
instruments were removed from the data analysis, yielding 43 (21% percent) complete instruments (Doss &
Rayfield, 2022). Four follow-up reminders were sent to potential participants at seven-day intervals. A
comparative analysis between early and late respondents identified no statistical differences between
responses (Lindner et al., 2001). A combination of mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS), multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVAs), frequencies, means, standard deviations, percentages, and personal
characteristics such as years' experience, degree completion, and gender were used to analyze the data. This
procedure subtracts the importance score from the competency score. This score was multiplied by the grand
importance mean for each competency level. This use of grand mean emphasizes the population perception
in the calculation (Narine & Harder, 2021). The MWDS allows researchers to understand better which areas
or constructs teachers need additional instruction, in-service, or professional development training. A
positive discrepancy indicated a need to train further, and a negative discrepancy suggested an abundance of
training.

A MANOVA was used to compare multiple variables simultaneously for certain independent
variables. Sections one, two, and three were further organized into constructs to analyze the data better.
Twenty statements were similarly organized into constructs of accessing IEPs, understanding IEPs, utilizing
IEPs, and utilizing IEP supports. Section two was organized into constructs: best practices in the classroom
and best practices advising SAEs. Section three was organized into four IEP-associated challenges: learning,
behavioral, sensory, and physical. To create uniformity when analyzing the data, sections were organized
into constructs, including developing instruction based on the type of challenge, implementation of learning
strategies based on the type of challenge, advising SAEs based on the kind of challenge, working with
students with learning challenges, working with students with behavioral difficulties, working with students
with sensory challenges, and working with students with physical challenges. These constructs were used as
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dependent variables (DV) compared to independent variables (/V), e.g., years of teaching, highest degree
completed, etc.

Findings

The results of this study are presented objectively and represent the analysis of Georgia SBAE
teachers' levels of competence and importance when addressing components of special education in the
SBAE classroom. The instrument contained 65 questions and statements separated into six sections: 1)
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs); 2) best management practices for the agriculture classroom and
SAE; 3) implementing teaching strategies based on learning challenges; 4) changes in the IEP population;
5) current IEP population; and 6) personal characteristics. The questions were organized into constructs
based on the research objectives under investigation. These findings correspond to the research instrument
and are presented as an analysis of the data.

Objective One: Describe the personal characteristics of SBAE teacher study participants in Georgia.

Personal characteristics of the participants (Table 1) were collected to better understand the study
respondents' demographics. The participants were evenly represented by males (n =21, 50.00%) and females
(n =21, 50.00%). The largest group of respondents had completed a bachelor's degree (n = 18, 41.90%),
master's degree (n = 12, 27.90%), specialist degree (n = 9, 20.9%), and doctorate (n = 4, 9.30%). Most
respondents have taught between 11-20 years (n = 13, 30.20%), 1-5 years (n = 12, 27.90%), 6-10 years (n =
12, 27.90%), and over 20 years (n = 5, 11.60%). Georgia SBAE programs are divided into three regions by
location: north (n =22, 51.2%), central (n = 10, 23.30%)), and south (n = 10, 23.30%).

Table 1

Characteristics of Georgia School-Based Agriculture Educators

N %
Gender Female 21 48.8
Male 21 48.8
Highest degree earned Bachelors 18 41.9
Masters 12 279
Specialist 9 20.9
Doctorate 4 9.3
Years taught 1-5 years 12 279
6-10 years 12 27.9
11-20 years 13 30.2
Over 20 years 5 11.6
SBAE Region North 22 51.2
Central 10 233
South 10 23.3

Objective Two: Determine the importance and competence of utilizing Individualized Education
Programs (IEPs) as perceived by secondary agricultural education teachers in Georgia.

A Borich analysis was used to report teachers' perceived importance and competency. Items within
the Borich analysis sections of the instrument were divided into constructs based on specific content. Section
one of the instrument, IEP, was split into four constructs: accessing IEPs, understanding IEPs, utilizing IEPs,
and utilizing IEP supports.
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Mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS) were used (Table 2) to determine if teachers' perceived
level of importance and competency aligned. All four constructs show teacher's documented high levels of
importance but low levels of competency. In order from lowest MWDS to highest, understanding IEPs
(MWDS = -2.63), utilizing IEP support (MWDS = -2.40), utilizing IEPs (MWDS = -2.35), and accessing [EPs
(MWDS = -2.08).

Table 2

Mean Weighted Discrepancy Scores for Section One Constructs

Construct MwDS  SD Min Max o

Accessing IEPs -2.08 4.07  -8.67 8.52 .829
Understanding IEPs -2.63 3.48 -17.38 2.69 914
Utilizing IEPs -2.35 3.57  -16.77 322 845
Utilizing IEP support -2.40 4.15 -1547 6.70  .862

Note. MWDS=Mean Weighted Discrepancy Score.

Multiple comparisons (Table 3) were made between section one constructs, accessing IEPs,
understanding IEPs, utilizing IEPs, and utilizing IEP supports, and the teacher's highest degree was
completed. For accessing IEPs, teachers with a bachelor's degree (n = 18, M = -2.86) identified higher levels
of importance than lower levels of competency. The remaining groups are presented from lowest mean to
highest as follows: master's degree (n = 12, M = -1.65), doctorate (n = 4, M = -1.63), and specialist degree
(n =9, M =-1.29). The construct, understanding IEPs, shows teachers with a doctorate (n = 4, M = -5.71)
reported higher importance but lower competency level, bachelor's degree (n = 18, M = -2.83), master's
degree (n = 12, M =-1.98), and specialist degree (n =9, M = -1.72). When utilizing a student's IEP, teachers
with a doctorate (n = 4, M = -4.97) had a higher level of perceived importance and a lower level of
competency. From lowest mean to highest for the other three groups, bachelor's degree (n = 18, M = -2.76),
specialist degree (n =9, M = -1.53), and master's degree (n = 12, M = -1.48). When analyzing the use of IEP
support, teachers with a doctorate (n = 4, M = -6.23) had a higher level of perceived importance and lower
levels of competency, bachelor's degree (n = 18, M = -2.42), master's degree (n = 12, M = -1.76), and
specialist degree (n =9, M =-1.51).

Table 3

Multiple Comparisons Between Highest Degree Earned and Section One Constructs

Construct Highest Degree Completed M SD N
Accessing IEPs Bachelors -2.86 3.92 18
Masters -1.65 5.21 12

Specialist -1.29 2.74 9

Doctorate -1.63 4.34 4
Total -2.08 4.07 43
Understanding IEPs Bachelors -2.83 1.90 18
Masters -1.98 3.53 12

Specialist -1.72 2.68 9

Doctorate -5.71 8.22 4
Total -2.63 3.48 43
Utilizing IEPs Bachelors -2.76 2.28 18
Masters -1.48 3.54 12

Specialist -1.53 2.35 9

Doctorate -4.97 8.56 4
~Total =235 - 3.57 43
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Utilizing IEP Supports Bachelors -2.42 3.00 18
Masters -1.76 5.47 12
Specialist -1.51 2.57 9
Doctorate -6.23 6.30 4
Total -2.40 4.15 43
Note. N=43.

Multiple Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was calculated (Table 4) using the highest degree
completed (/V) and constructs, accessing IEPs, understanding 1EPs, utilizing IEPs, and utilizing IEP supports
(DV). Box's M test of equality of variance was not significant (p = .14), indicating an equality of covariance
matrices. Multivariate tests showed that no significant differences were present (Wilk's A =.700, F (12,96)
=1.15, p> .05).

Table 4

Multivariate Test Between Highest Degree Earned and Section One Constructs

Variable Wilk's A F df Error df N2
Highest degree .70 1.15 12 95.54 A1
Note. P> .05.

Multiple comparisons (Table 5) were made between section one constructs, accessing IEPs,
understanding IEPs, utilizing IEPs, and utilizing IEP supports, and the amount of time teaching SBAE.
Analyzing access to student [EPs and length of teaching between 1 — 5 years (n = 12, M =-3.33), participants
reported higher levels of importance and lower levels of competency. The other groups from lowest to
highest mean were 6-10 years (n = 12, M =-2.58), 11 — 20 years (n = 13, M = -1.02), and over twenty years
(n =5, M = 0.58). Teachers who have taught for over twenty years had a higher level of competency but
found it less important to access IEPs. The construct, understanding IEPs, indicated teachers who have taught
between 6 — 10 years (n = 12, M = -3.28) reported higher importance and lower competency levels, teaching
between 1 — 5 years (n =12, M =-3.28), 11 — 20 years (n = 13, M =-1.61), and over twenty years (n =5, M
=-0.37).

When utilizing a student's IEP, teachers who have taught between 6 — 10 years (n = 12, M = -3.12)
had higher levels of perceived importance and lower levels of competency, 1 — 5 years (n = 12, M = -2.52),
11 — 20 years (n = 13, M = -1.36), and over twenty years (n =5, M = 0.21). Teachers who have taught for
more than twenty years reported higher levels of competency and lower levels of importance when utilizing
student's IEP Participants reported that utilizing IEP support and having taught between 1 — 5 years (N =12,
M = -3.78) had higher levels of perceived importance and lower levels of competency, 6 - 10 years (N =12,
M =-2.24), 11 - 20 years (N =13, M =-1.92), and over twenty years (N =5, M = 1.90). Teachers who have
taught for over twenty years have higher competency levels and less importance in utilizing IEP support
networks.

Table 5

Multiple Comparisons Between Years Teaching Agriculture and Section One Constructs

Construct Years teaching M SD N
Accessing IEPs 1-5 years -3.33 3.96 12
6-10 years -2.58 3.53 12
11-20 years -1.02 3.55 13

Over 20 years 0.58 5.64 5
~ Total -1.94 - 4.01 42
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Understanding IEPs 1-5 years -2.78 2.15 12
6-10 years -3.28 2.45 12
11-20 years -1.61 3.12 13
Over 20 years -0.37 1.89 5
Total -2.28 2.65 42

Utilizing IEPs 1-5 years -2.52 2.28 12
6-10 years -3.12 2.31 12
11-20 years -1.36 3.39 13
Over 20 years 0.21 2.31 5
Total -2.01 2.81 42

Utilizing IEP Supports 1-5 years -3.78 3.37 12
6-10 years -2.24 2.91 12
11-20 years -1.92 3.91 13
Over 20 years 1.90 2.92 5
Total -2.09 3.66 42

Note. N=43.

Multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) was calculated (Table 6) between years of teaching (1V)
constructs, accessing IEPs, understanding IEPs, utilizing IEPs, and utilizing IEP supports (DV). Box's M test
of equality of variance was not significant (p = .89), indicating an equality of covariance matrices.
Multivariate tests indicate that no significant differences were present (Wilk's = .681, F' (12,93) = 1.21, p>
.05).

Table 6
Multivariate Tests Between Years Teaching and Section One Constructs
Variable Wilk's F df Error df N2
Years teaching .68 1.21 12 92.90 A2
Note. P> .05.

Objective Three: Determine secondary agricultural education teachers' perceived importance and
competency in Georgia when implementing best management practices to include students with learning
difficulties in the classroom and Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs).

Questions and statements in the Borich analysis, using MWDS, were divided into constructs (Table
7). Section two of the instrument, nest management practices, was split into two constructs: best practices in
the classroom and best practices while advising SAEs. Mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS) by
construct are shown in. Both constructs show teachers' documented high levels of importance but low levels
of competency for best management practices in the classroom (MWDS = -1.37) and best practices while
advising SAEs (MWDS = -1.17).

Table 7

Mean Weighted Discrepancy Scores for Section Two Constructs

Construct MWDS SD Min Max «a
Best practices in the classroom -1.37 240 -7.13 2.66  .901
Best practices while advising SAEs -1.17 229  -7.79 397 889

Note. MWDS=Mean Weighted Discrepancy Score.
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Multiple comparisons (Table 8) were made between the section two constructs, best practices in the
classroom, best practices advising SAEs, and the participants' highest degree earned. When analyzing
participant responses related to best practices in the classroom, participants with an earned doctoral degree
(n =4, M =-2.90) indicated high importance and low levels of competency, bachelor's degree (n = 18, M =
-1.59), specialist degree (n =9, M = -1.45), and a master's degree (n = 12, M = -0.47). Participants who have
earned their doctorate (n = 4, M = -3.14) reported the lowest MWDS for best practices advising SAEs,
specialist degree (n =9, M = -0.67), a master's degree (n = 12, M = -0.39), and a bachelor's degree (n = 18,
M = 1.51). Participants possessing only a bachelor's degree reported higher competency levels when using
best practices for SAEs but did not find the practices very important.

Table 8

Multiple Comparisons Between Highest Degree Earned and Section Two Constructs

Construct Highest Degree Completed M SD N
Best practices in the classroom  Bachelors -1.59 2.23 18
Masters -0.47 2.51 12

Specialist -1.45 1.99 9

Doctorate -2.90 3.52 4
Total -1.37 2.40 43
Best practices advising SAEs Bachelors 1.51 2.34 18
Masters -0.39 1.92 12

Specialist -0.67 1.56 9

Doctorate -3.14 3.66 4
~Total - -1.17 0 2.29 43

Note. N=43.

Multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) was calculated (Table 9) between participants' highest
degree completed (IV), best practices in the classroom, and best practices advising SAEs (DV). Box's M test
of equality of variance was not significant (p = .20), indicating equality of covariance matrices. Multivariate
tests showed that no significant differences were present (Wilk's = .855, F (6,76) = 1.03, p> .05).

Table 9

Multivariate Test Between Highest Degree Earned and Section Two Constructs

Variable Wilk's F df Error df N2
Highest degree .86 1.03 6 76 .08
Note. P > .05.

Comparisons were analyzed between best practices in the classroom, best practices advising SAEs,
and the amount of time teaching SBAE (Table 10). For best practices in the classroom, participants between
6 — 10 years of teaching reported the lowest MWDS, indicating high importance but low levels of
competency (n =12, M =-1.75), 1 — 5 years (n =12, M =-1.74), 11 — 20 years (n = 13, M =-0.70), and over
twenty years (n = 5, M = -0.65). Participants teaching SBAE between 6 — 10 years (n = 12, M = -1.66) had
the lowest MWDS related to best practices when advising SAEs. These participants reported feeling that
best practices for advising SAEs are important but possessed low competency levels in completing these
practices. The remaining participants reported teaching between 1 — 5 years (n = 12, M =-1.14), 11 — 20
years (n = 13, M =-0.75), and over twenty years (n =5, M = -0.54).
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Table 10

Multiple Comparisons Between Years Teaching Agriculture and Section Two Constructs

Construct Highest Degree Completed M SD N

Best practices in the classroom 1-5 years -1.74 12
6-10 years -1.75 12
11-20 years -0.70 13
Over 20 years -0.65 5
Total -1.30 42

Best practices advising SAEs 1-5 years -1.14 12
6-10 years -1.66 12
11-20 years -0.75 13
Over 20 years -0.54 5
Total -1.10 42

Note. N=43.

Multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) was calculated (Table 11) between teaching SBAE (/1)
and best teaching practices in the SBAE classroom and best practices advising SAEs (DV). Box's M test of
equality of variance was significant (p = .04), indicating inequality of covariance matrices. Multivariate tests
indicate that no significant differences were present (Wilk's = .935, F (6, 74) = .40, p < .05).

Table 11

Multivariate Test Between Years Teaching and Section Two Constructs

Variable Wilk's F df Error Df N2
Years teaching .94 40 6 74 .03
Note. P > .05.

The data indicated that teachers valued the importance of the IEP, although their competency in
using the IEP to improve instruction could have been higher. This finding was consistent between all levels
of education and years of teaching experience. There were no significant differences in the importance of
competency in using IEPs between a respondent's level of education or the amount of time teaching in the
SBAE classroom. Managing student learning outcomes through best practices was reported as high but
overshadowed by low competency and no significance between management, respondents' educational
degrees, or years of teaching experience. In summary, the findings of this study indicate that respondents
value including students with IEPs but need better support and training to address individual IEPs,
management, and best practices to support student learning.

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

This study aimed to examine the perceived level of importance and competence of Georgia SBAE
teachers when working with students with learning difficulties in the SBAE classroom and SAEs.
Agricultural education has led the way for hands-on teaching approaches to learning life- and job-ready
skills. Both skills are increasingly needed for students with learning difficulties. Developing these skills is
required to ensure these students can enter the workforce or live more independently after high school
graduation.

Conclusions and Implications

Objective one addressed the personal characteristics of SBAE teachers participating in this study.
Among the respondents, 41.9% reported only having earned their bachelor's degree, while only 9.3% of
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respondents had earned their doctorate. With increased levels of education, an increase in knowledge of how
to successfully manage an agriculture program is expected. This finding could be linked to 27.0% of
respondents having only taught agriculture for 1-5 years. It can be concluded that it is vital to reach SBAE
teachers in the pre-service stage, complete their bachelor's degree, and meet their training needs, including
those of students with special needs.

Objective two examined how SBAE teachers perceive the competence and importance of using
IEPs. The findings revealed that teachers acknowledged a need to enhance their competence in
understanding Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). Conversely, they expressed greater confidence in
accessing their students' IEPs. The dimension of understanding IEPs encompasses several aspects:
comprehensively reading an IEP, understanding disability definitions, familiarity with relevant laws,
interpreting these laws, and defining key terms such as "accommodation," "modification," "inclusion," and
"least restrictive environment." Moreover, teachers must grasp how these elements fit together to support
the needs of students effectively and underscore the necessity for enhanced pre-service and in-service

training covering these areas.

Across all constructs - accessing IEPs, understanding IEPs, utilizing IEPs, and utilizing IEP supports
- teachers holding doctoral degrees indicated a high level of importance but lower competency. They
emphasized the ongoing need for continuous in-service training tailored to their requirements. With
experience, however, many teachers tend to develop greater proficiency. Notably, teachers with over two
decades of experience in agricultural education reported a balanced perception of the importance and
competency across all four constructs.

Objective three explored how SBAE teachers perceive their competency and the importance of
implementing best management practices for including students with learning difficulties in classroom
settings and Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs). The findings revealed that teachers viewed
themselves as less competent in implementing these practices within the classroom than when guiding
students with learning difficulties in SAEs. Best management practices encompass a range of strategies:
breaking down instruction, managing the learning environment, providing positive reinforcement, offering
additional time, fostering positive learning atmospheres, modifying exams, emphasizing hands-on learning,
using alternative rubrics, shortening assignments, and providing oral examination opportunities. This data
underscores a need for increased instructional support focused on implementing these strategies, specifically
within classroom settings.

According to Wilson (2022), SBAE teachers spend 44% of their time on classroom instruction,
highlighting the significance of improving competence in this area. Teachers have indicated a greater need
for growth in classroom instruction compared to SAEs, who report spending relatively less time. Regarding
perceived competence across both settings, teachers with doctoral degrees reported lower levels of perceived
competence in implementing best management practices for classroom instruction and advising SAEs.
Conversely, teachers with over 20 years of teaching experience reported equal perceived importance and
competence in both contexts. This finding highlights the necessity for continuous in-service training, as
competence typically improves with accumulated experience.

Improving competence in implementing best management practices within classroom settings is
crucial, given teachers' self-perceptions and their allocation of instructional time. Continuous professional
development remains essential to support teachers in enhancing their skills over time and across varying
levels of experience.
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Recommendations

Agricultural education teachers play a crucial role as team members in the Individualized Education
Plan (IEP) process for students with identified learning difficulties in their courses. Ideally, they should
attend IEP meetings to actively contribute to developing their students' plans. However, when attendance is
not feasible, SBAE teachers should collaborate closely with special educators to gain insights into the IEP
details and offer their input.

To enhance the systematic understanding of IEPs among classroom teachers, we recommend
holding annual department meetings between the agriculture and special education departments. These
meetings provide a platform to discuss program expectations and goals collaboratively. Research indicates
that interpersonal communication and observation are effective learning methods. By engaging with special
education teachers during these meetings, agriculture teachers can ask questions and clarify expectations,
fostering better support for individual student needs. Similarly, special education teachers may need to be
more familiar with the specific requirements of SBAE and supervised agricultural experiences (SAEs),
which will make these discussions mutually beneficial for improving communication and enhancing
competency across both domains. Furthermore, teacher preparation programs can contribute significantly
by evaluating their course offerings and incorporating an agricultural education inclusion course for pre-
service teachers. Assignments during student teaching should be designed to deepen understanding of
inclusive practices, ideally integrating universal design for universal design learning (U.D.L.) principles into
lesson planning.

Professional development is ever-changing and adapts to the needs of teachers. Each agricultural
education student seeking certification must undergo an apprenticeship or "student-teaching." Student
teaching allows future teachers to essentially practice before entering their classroom. Students can learn
from their mentor teachers in a safe learning environment while gaining vital hands-on experiences. During
this process, depending on the school, some student teachers may have more opportunities than others to
gain experience working with students with learning difficulties in the agriculture program. A
recommendation would be to develop an assignment during student teaching where student teachers must
work closely with the special education department of their apprentice school. This recommendation could
be in the form of attending IEP meetings, working with the mentor teacher in creating modifications or
accommodations, having the student teacher shadow a special education teacher for a few days or week, or
asking the student teacher to work with the case manager to break down each student's IEP to form an
understanding of each section and its requirements.

This study concluded that further training in including students with learning difficulties is needed
for pre-service and in-service SBAE teachers. The need for additional training contributes to why agriculture
teachers have a lower level of competency regarding including students with learning difficulties in the
agriculture classroom. Successful agriculture programs start in the agriculture classroom. If a teacher
struggles with including students with learning difficulties in the agriculture classroom, there is a higher
chance of the other two components of the three-ring model lacking competency. In addition to needing
further training, what other restrictions do teachers contribute to their lower competency levels? Future
qualitative or quantitative research can examine what agricultural educators identify as contributing to their
lower competence levels in working with students with learning difficulties in the agriculture classroom.

This study reported that less than 25% of students with learning difficulties are placed in SAE
programs in Georgia. When examining the lower levels of inclusion with supervised agricultural
experiences, previous studies in North Carolina and New Mexico have investigated potential barriers to
including students with learning difficulties in Supervised Agricultural Experiences. Our profession could
benefit from examining perceived barriers to including students with learning difficulties in SAEs in the
SBAE classroom.
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